Story One: How Not to Be a Leader

When I was appointed chair of a high school En
energetic, enthusiastic,

monthly department meetings, I added a monthly professional discussion
period in which a specific topic, journal article, or book chapter would be
discussed. My plan was for each teacher to take a turn volunteering to lead
the discussion at a meeting. However, after four months, I became the
regular—and only—discussion leader for a dwindling group of teachers. By
the end of the third quarter, I suspended the meetings “to give people time to
deal with the pressure of the end of the school year.”

Internaily, I felt resentful and hurt that these otherwise cordial and
professional teachers did not grab this great opportunity to learn about the
latest theories and pedagogies in teaching reading, writing, and literature.
They didn’t seem to care, and I was confused—very confused—about why. It
wasn't umntil years later that I realized that these English teachers were teaching
me a very important lesson about leading people—that people have to accept
you as their leader—and here they had not. Unfortunately, at that point in my
career, I was not open to learning this very central leadership principle.

Story Two: A Leader at Work

Years later, I initiated a three-year project, collaborating on the redesign of a
K~12 literacy curriculum in a local school district. At the conclusion of the
project, the results were disappointing, except in one middle school. The
principal of that school, T had heard, was a former reading supervisor who
had learned the latest theories in leadership while in graduate school. He told
me how he had spent an entire year convincing teachers in his school to
accept and take ownership of the new curriculum. To accomplish this feat, he
supported the reading, language arts, English, and content area faculty by
attending their meetings; offered substitute teachers to cover classes so the
teachers could have whole-day discussions; or sometimes provided just a can
of soda for each meeting participant.

In the six other schools in the district, the effects of redesigning the
curriculum were limited to the efforts of a few individual literacy teachers
within their classrooms. But in that one middle school with the principal
who had studied leadership, the effects spread outward to many classrooms,
in both literacy and the content areas, and to the principal’s advisory council
of teachers, administrators, and parents. This example made me realize that
literacy professionals needed guidance in using these same leadership

strategies, which would give their efforts in teaching and learning literacy a
more nanoramic immact As T thonoht about mv first leadershin story T
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realized that my English department colleagues had tried to teach me the
lesson that the middle school principal already knew—for the desired results
to spread to facuity, staff, and comimunity, leaders have to get teachers
committed to the issues and policies as if they were their own.

Story Three: Whats in It for Me?

One evening during dinner with my brother, an executive in a nonprofit
organization, I described a classroom and teacher I had visited that day. My
description included the fact that the teacher called himself “the boss” and
told me that he gave the “marching orders.” My brother shook his head and
responded, “If you call yourseif ‘the boss,” you can only be a bad boss.” He
went on to give me 2 minilecture about the newest studies on leaders in
various organizations. As [ listened, 1 thought about how teachers could
Igarn from these leadership studies. He said, “Why don’t you read some of
the stuff I've read? 'l lend you a book or two.” My response was a chuckle
and the question “What’s in it for me?”

To answer that question, my brother said that if teachers learned about
leadership, they could learn to be leaders in a field to which they have
devoted their work lives, namely, literacy. He argued that the values of
literacy teachers (he called them “literacy leaders™) would begin to be seen
as more important and worthwhile by students, parens, administrators, and
the community—the stakeholders of literacy education.

Finally, with a wry smile, he pointed his finger at me and said, “And IlI
tell you what might be the most important answer to your “What's in it for
me?” He said that we just might be able to create work lives that are more
humane and more supportive of our professional and _um.ao:m_ life goals. He
went on to explain that maybe some of the mentalities that dominate many
schools and colleges—such as punch in—punch out, close your door and do
what you want, us against them—would change. In another words, good
leadership skills could create more satisfying work lives in addition to
increasing teachers’ effectiveness in school and community.

So I 'told my brother, “OX, let me borrow a couple of those books.”

Story Four: Success Finally

Two years later, and now a faculty member in a university English
department, I was elected to a four-year term as director of the department
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